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California’s Rivers Threatened By Dams

There are morn than 1,400 federal, state, and private dams in Califomia. So many rivers in Califon~a have been

harnessed ~ dams, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service considers the few remaining free flowing rivers in the state to be
endangered ecos.~tems. A 1996 study of the Sierra Nevada commissioned by Congress found that aquatic and riparian

systems were the most degraded ecosysteans in the mountain range, in part due to the region’s extensive ,s3,stem of
hydrodectric and water supply dams.

Dan~ have contributed to the extinction or decline of nearly two-thirds of the state’s native fishes. More than 90 percent

of former salmon habitat has been blocked by dams in the Central "¢alleg. Populations of the Delta smdt--a native ~sh
species found only in the Sacraraento-San Joaquin Delta--have declined by 90 percent due to massive diversions from the

estumT, k public rest report prepared by the California Lands Commission in 1993 found that the extensive system of dams
in the state contributed to the loss of free flowing rivers, inundated sensitive habitats, blocked upstream passage of ~sh,
changed flows, and affected long term geomorpI-dc processes.

Although pundits have trumpeted "the end" of the big dam building era in California, someone has evidently forgotten
to tell the dam engineers. The 1998 update of the California Water Plah by the California Department of Water Resources

identifies 58 new or enlarged dam and d2mrsion projects in California to meet supposed future water demands. The federal

and state multi-agency progran~ known as CALFED has identified 23 new or enlarged dam and canal projects supposedly
needed to ensure future water supply reliability.

Many of these proposed dam projects are
located on the last natural segments of ¯

California’s fast disappearing free flowing rivers.
These rivers support populations of rare,

threatened, and endangered f’tsh and wildlffe,
and still offer outstanding opportunities for

outdoor recreation to the state’s growing
population...but for how Iong?

Jttst some of the water development

proposals identified in the water plan or under

consideration by CAI2ED agencies include:

¯ Raising or enlarging existing dams on the

TriniN Sacramento, McCloud, Pit,
Americm-~, Mokelunme. San Joaquin,

~ngs, and Santa Ynez rivers.

¯ Building large, new dams on the Yuba, =

American, Cosumnes, Mokelumne, and =

Carmd rivers, as well as some of their ~
tributaries.

Coven The McCIoad River’s outsta.dl.g Shasta O~m e.|argement woa~d draw. up ta I6 miles of the .ppe~ Sac~ame.to Rive~.

enlargement of Shasta Oam.
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¯ Constructing a vast s3:~tem of

new diversions and canals to supply

water to large, "off stream"storage

reservoirs h~ the Central Valle." and

to move water around the

Sacramento-San Joaquin Ddta.

¯ Si~g~ificandy increasing

pumping of water from under-

ground a~tifers throughout the

state.

The ecological butcher’s bil!_ for
enlarging existing dams, building

new dams, divertkg more water
from r~vers, and pumping more

groundwater will be staggering.
These ambitious dam, diversion,
and pumping plans will result in
the destruction of many of the state’s

few remaining free flowing rivers, it

will also continue the decline and
extinction of native ftshes and other
species and the loss of recreational

opportunities for millions of
Californians. Formnatetg there is a

better way. to meet our need for
water and protect our free flowing

rivers and aquatic ecosystems.

~ur, tbnu 4~ m~lu~ o~ tl, a Thepre of the water plan
American River would be

inundated by the Auburn dam. alld the CAI2~D program is that newwater development is needed to meet the demand of Calffornia~s growing
population, to ensure the reliability of existing water supplies, and to restore aquatic ecosystems already degraded by
the state’s existing dams. However; the push for new and enlarged dams is based on the assumption that California wilt

continue to use water rnuch as it has done in the past, and fails to consider any change in how we use our existing
supplies. Mum efficient use and management of our existing water supplies and significant investments in water
reclamation and conservation can substantially reduce, if not eliminate, the need to build more dams and develop

new surface water supplies over the next 20 to 30 ,vem~.
California is at a crossroads. We can choose to take the mad already traveled and condone the destruction of our

few remaining free flowing rivers. Or we can take what’s been called "the soft path" to a better and wiser use of our
existing water resources. The Mum of our rivers depends on a new and less damaging direction.
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Top Ten Dam Threats To Rivers In California

Super Shasta Dam -- Sacramento River: CALFED dam engineers am

stub, lag raising the existing Shasta darn and reservoir by up to 200 feet. Such an

enlargement wot~Id triple the size of Shasta’s existing reservoir, cost a whopping

$5.8 billion, but only increase the dam’s annual yteld by about 25 percent. The

maximum raise would drown 42 miles of the upper Sacramento, McCloud, and

Pit rivers, and their tributaries, as well as 30,000 acres of public forest lands

managed for recreation and wildlife. Several small towns, reservoir-based

recreation facilities, and major sections of Interstate 5 and the Union Pacific

Railroad would have to be relocated. The enlarged dam and reservoir would

require more tl~an doubling downstream flood flow releases, threatening the

capacity of the existing levee system. Downstream flows would be highly modified,

adversely impacting numerous threatened and endangered fish and wildlife

species.

Sites-Colusa Project- Sacramento River: This "off stream" storage

project would divert water from the Sacramento River using a variety of eydsting

and new diversion facilities and canals, storing it in the Sites Valley, which is

located on the west side of the Sacramento V~Jley at the foot of the Coast Range. In

its largest variation, the project would store up to 3.3 million-acre feet (MAF) of

water, and require the construction of 4 large dams and nine smaller dams, as

well as expansion of existing canals and/or construction of new canals. Of greatest
concern is the indirect impact of dais project on Sacramento River flows. Under some scenarios, up to 67 percent of the Sacramento River’s spring-time

flow could be diverted to fill the Sites-Coiusa reservoir, with possible adverse impacts to the.river’s threatened and endangered salraon runs. The

reservoir site also caries a high potential for reservoir-induced earthquakes. Total cost

could be as high as $1.7 billion for the reservoir and up to $830 million for new or

enJarged diversions and feeder canals.

Thomes-Newville Project ~ Thomes Creek & Sacramento River:

Another "off stream" storage project located on the west side of the Sacramento Valh,~;

Thomes-Newville would require the construction of a dam up to 400 feet high, two

smaller dams, and several diversion facilities and feeder cmaals. The proiect would

divert water from Thomes Creek, North Fork Stony Creek, and the Sacramento Rive~

The dam would block access to historic spawning and holding habitat used by the

endangered spring mn chinook salmon and threatened steethead. More than 35 miles

of perennial streams, 152 acres of wetlands, and nearly 14,000 acres of oak woodland

habitat would be drowned. Thomes-Newville would cost up to $1.9 billion for the dams

and up to $830 million for enlarged or new diversions and feeder canals.

~-~------ - Enlargement of Camanche & Pardee Darns, Middle Bar and Devils

Nose Dams ~ Mokelumne River: The dam engineers are working overtime on

the Mokelumne River. Long standing but never implemented plans to enlarge the
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eydsting Camanche and Pardee dams on the . . . .

Mokelumne would drown several miles of river A[ | e r !! II | ] ¥ t~ s ’I’D [~ ~I ill $ .

popular for outdoor recreation. Under study by San ........................
Joaquin CounN the proposed Middle Bar dam would Wiser and more efficient use6f our existing water resources can alleviate the need

bury a section of seenic Highway 49 and destroy one of to build new or enlarged dams, even with California’s growing population. Hrst of ali,

the most popular kavaking rivers in the state. Further government W~ter p!armers.~@ ~an?....enginee

upstream, the proposed 400-foot high Devil’s Nose for water.b~tsed

dam would drove] one of the wildest and least-visited ResearchBureau= state {rater engineers overes~.~tgt recent Wate}dem~d.b.

river canyons in the Sierra Nevada. Even though
Shasta dam. "Amador County’s bid to build the Devil’s Nose dam was .

denied by federal regulators in recent years due to its¯ ;Water enNneer~
poor economics, the destructive project remains on the usein

state’s list of dam projects to meet future water last 15years, despite a30 pere~iitindrease

Tllis kind of increased efficiency

Dutch Gulch, Tehatna, & Dippingvat Dams thestate: .wotii~elilifi~a~e

-- Cottonwood Creek: Up to mree separate dams -. onr.emstin~

are being considered for the Sacramento’s largest meter and purchase all. water

undammed tributary. One dam would be located on . irrigatedpeseta .an{~alf~ {Ot-e~.Wa~r intehsivg ~0pg,-and plant water--cons. ~ep~.~g-

the main stem of Cottonwood Creek and two would be ’

would divert water from the South Fork into an ......................
adjacent watershed for storage, even though the South- metet~’ and cfi~rging iSeopl.e-for the Water_ tl~e~ actu~ use in all residences

Fork diversion dam is more than 250 feet high and Sacrmnentq.Rou!d.s.ave

River &uld reliably produce e~(erycreates adrown up 104,000to 130 milesacre-f°°tof Cottonwoodreserv°ir’ ThecreekdarnsandWOUldmore

,mud{ m0i’e.cos~5

than 20,000 acres of wildlife habitat would be lost. .residence~ih-~Sac~e~tOe~’g6;"~~{i..ic~ns!~e~..~ ~}.ii~.~,7

Critical habitat for the endangered spring mn chinook.

blocked by the dams and reservoirs. Dam and canal River, aiiff ~0t~a~_ds

costs for these projects range from $247 million to speeie~::The loss oi’ this wild river WOuld beincalculablg ...." ..........:z<,....,’ ............

$1.3 billion. " .........................................................

Parks Bar Darn & Waldo Diversion ~ Yuba River: Plans to build a large dam on the Yuba River upstream from MarysviIIe were shelved by
federal agencies more than two decades ago. However, local water developers are still scheming to build some kind of large dam and/or diversion oh the

Yuba. One alternative would be to construct a 400-foot high dam and 514,000 acre-foot reservoir at Parks Bar, which would drown approximately 14

miles of the lower Yuba River. Another proposal known as the Waldo project would divert water from the river to supply an "off stream" reservoir which
would drown most of the Spencevilte State Wildlife Area. In addition, a toxic mine site in the area would leach poison into the reservoir. Both projects

would signific~ltly impact habitat for endangered steelhead and chinook salmon.

Auburn Darn & Folsom Dam Enlargement ~ American River: Congress has ~x~ce defeated legislative proposals to build a nearly 500-foot

high Auburn dam on the North and Middle Forks of the American River in thelast sLx years. In its largest variation, the dam would drown up to 48 miles
of some of the wildest river canyohs remaining in the Sierra Nevada, cost taxpayers more than a billion dollars, and be built on a dangerous earthquake

E O’l  724
E-0"l fl724



fault system. The latest incarnation of the dam is intended primarily for flood control,

even though improving existing flood control facilities is cheaper and less environmen-

tall), destructive. Dam planners have also suggested raising the existing Folsom dam and

enlarging its reservoir. A 20-to-30 foot raise of Folsom Dam would flood the louver section

of the most popuIar whitewater recreation river in Ca!ifomia--the South Fork American

River--and cost more than $625 million. The solution to Sacramento’s flood control

needs is to improve the ability to rele~ flood flows from Folsom Dam and improve

downstream levees, not to drown more of the American River by building the Auburn dam

or raising the existing dam at Folso.m.



Dams In California Protection for Threatened Rivers

,. k ,’~.~. ~’ " The National Wild & Scenic Rivers System rema~ris thena~o~;s

." primatT toot for stopping dams and protecting r~versi The system was
, ,~ established byCongress in 1968 xvith tim in/e~i~ o~balancing OU~ .......r

bybuilding dams, with anew policy of protecti~o~a6 ;~i~- ;* : >

-system.in California, 15 Were designatM Wild

, s~urPrismg that m~.y of the~ri~rstargeted by the dam builders ~gy ,,-

These include segments ~d van~uK forks of ttie

.... _ "-:; ........ for negfl~@~gom~s should co~iger a~ ~rea~nN

~ ~ ..... h~tge g~e flo~g ~ is prot~tN for fUtu~

~ew or eMarged dams
considered by CALFED
and/or State Water Plan.

O’Shaughaessy Dam on the ~ .,
Tuolumne River flooded the
beautiful ffetch Hetchy
Volley in Yosemite
National Park.

Sources: California State Lan~s Commission
(ALFED Bay-De~ta Program
Dapt. ~f Water Resources
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The lower Sacramento River could De devastated by major water diversions to feed MoffstreamX storage reservoirs.

About Friends of the River

Friends of the RAver ks California’s statewide river conservation organization. We work to protect and restore rivers and
develop alternatives to traditional water resource development in California. Friends of the River has played a key role in

adding numerous rivers througlaout the state to the National Wild & Scenic Rivers System, while also successfully advocating
alternatives to dam development to meet our water supply, power, and flood control needs.

F R I E N D S F~rm~reinf~nnati~nab~utFriends~ftheRiver~rab~utriverc~nservati~nin~a~if~mia~c~nta~tusat~9~52~thStreet~

O F T H E
Sacramento, CA 95814, phone: (916) 442-3155, fax: (916) 4424396, E-mail: info@friendsoftheriver.org.

ww’,v:friendsoftheriver.org
RIVER
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